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‘Something of the Shape Remains in my Body’: Tracing Movement 
Memories 
 
By Dr. Jenny Roche 
University of Limerick, 2012 
In contemporary dance, the creative process is often an emergent one, whereby 
the choreographer and dancer engage with a particular creative goal to devise a new 
and original piece of work. The dancer in this case is often called upon to contribute 
and respond to stimuli introduced by the choreographer, collaborating on the 
development of the movement content of the work. This shows how difficult it is to 
separate out the labor within the creative process as one feeds and inspires the other. 
Sally Gardner (2007, 37) refers to ‘the intercorporeal/intersubjective relationships 
within which dances get made’ and I mention this aspect of dance practice to ground 
the following discussion in the material practices of the dancer as human subject 
within the particular framework of embodiment, which according to Katherine Hayles 
(1999, 49) is ‘always instantiated, local and specific’. I write from the first person 
perspective of the dancer, which is still a relatively underexplored viewpoint, with 
scarce literature available on the inherent complexities that the choreographic process 
currently engenders for the dancer.  
As the dancer’s field of operation involves a range of experiential layers—
from the deep rooted feedback provided by the central nervous system, to the outer 
stratum where the dancing body’s intersection with culture and society produces a 
social identity—  it requires the use of a number of complementary and trans-
disciplinary approaches rather than a singular perspective. For the purposes of this 
paper, I prioritise the first-person perspective to explore how the dancer’s practice 
intersects with somatic practices and theory through reference to the work of Richard 
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Shusterman (2008), Thomas Hanna (1979) and Deane Juhan (1987) and the 
phenomenological approach as exemplified by authors such as Gail Weiss (1999), 
Shaun Gallagher (2005) and Gallagher and Zahavi (2008). 
Locating knowledge with the dancer means insights that emerge land on 
different branches of theoretical and fields of scholarship rather than coalescing into 
one cohesive philosophy. Knitting these insights together into a cohesive framework 
could be likened to creating a reverse kaleidoscope that draws together fragments 
from different disciplines in order to look back at a holistic body-in-flux.  Perhaps it is 
necessary that this perspective does not settle into a solid paradigm but instead 
maintains fluidity. Thus, I propose that the dancer’s practice in action becomes the 
shifting ground from which to speak.   
In recent years, through my explorations of somatic practices, which approach 
the living body as experienced from the first-person perspective, I have become 
fascinated by the interrelation between the body image and body schema, particularly 
in relation to how deeply embedded and integrated movement can impact on a 
number of different aspects of subjective experience. As the terms ‘body image’ and 
‘body schema’ can often be used interchangeably it is useful to draw on the 
differentiation between the two provided by Gallagher and Zahavi (2008: 146) who 
propose that the body image is,  
(1) A subject’s perceptual experience of his/her body 
(2) A subject’s conceptual understanding (including folk and/or 
scientific knowledge) of the body in general 
(3) A subject’s emotional attitude towards his or her own body.  
 
On the other hand, ‘body schematic processes are responsible for motor 
control’, are almost automatic and operate below conscious awareness:  
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Such processes are not perceptions, beliefs or feelings, but 
sensorimotor functions that continue to operate, and in many 
respects operate best, when the intentional object of perception is 
something other than one’s own body.  
                                                     
                                                                       Gallagher and Zahavi 2008: 146  
 
According to Gail Weiss (1999), who writes from a phenomenological 
perspective,  the body image is a ‘dynamic gestalt that is constantly being constructed, 
destructed and reconstructed in response to changes within one’s own body, other 
people’s bodies, and/or the situation as a whole’ (Weiss 1999:17). The body image is 
formed through interconnection with the world and therefore no two body images 
develop in the same way but are the result of the specific conditions of an individual’s 
life experience (Weiss 1999: 16). Weiss (1999:18) describes how the body image is 
open to modification throughout a subject’s lifetime: 
To be ‘dependable’, the body image must be flexible enough to 
incorporate changes occurring both within and outside of the body, 
while continuing to seek a certain ‘equilibrium’ which will provide 
the stability needed not only for effective bodily movement, but also 
for a relatively unified perceptual experience. 
                                                                                                     
  It can be assumed that choreographic movement has a profound effect 
on the dancer’s body image but it would seem that it can also influence the body 
schema. Each time a dancer must incorporate a new movement pattern or 
coordination that does not come naturally, she/he must interact with the body schema 
and consciously reorganise around this new movement.  
               As a way of understanding how established movement patterns can be 
altered by new ways of moving, I turn to Thomas Hanna’s Somatic Movement 
Education™ which addresses the pathologies that arise from the habitual and 
involuntary contraction of muscles through stress responses and/or injury. I have been 
intensively engaged in this work for the past two years, teaching movement classes 
and maintaining a daily practice. I have found this to be the missing link for me in 
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relation to experiencing how movement patterns impact on the body schema but can 
also be consciously released through voluntary movement.  
             Hanna proposes that as humans mature, stress patterns become habitual to the 
point of producing sensory-motor amnesia. This is caused by ‘the combined effect of 
the withdrawal response and the action response’ or the Green Light reflex and the 
Red Light reflex (Hanna 1988, 67). We instinctively protect ourselves from danger 
through utilising these adaptive responses, which ‘engage the entire central nervous 
system in a specific orientation of either negative withdrawal or positive action’ 
(Hanna 1988: 67).  
               The involuntary contraction of a muscle can be released by engaging 
directly with the brain’s sensorimotor functions, where, according to Hanna, 
‘sensation of movement is the only language spoken’ (Hanna 1979:25). The release 
and subsequent clear functioning of the muscle is achieved through sensory feedback 
to the sensorimotor cortex which is given by voluntarily using the relevant muscle. 
The sensorimotor feedback loop that is created allows ‘the muscular system to adjust 
itself to more efficient functioning’ (Hanna 1979: 159). According to Hanna (1979: 
159),  
When sensory awareness of the state of one’s muscles results in the 
adjustment of those muscles, it is a case not of ‘mind over matter’ 
but of sensory over motor.  
 
So, voluntary movement can affect changes to involuntary habitual movement 
patterns and this is a theory that has been borne out by somatic practices such as 
Alexander Technique, Feldenkrais as well as Hanna Somatics. It should be noted that 
these adjustments cannot occur through force as the muscles will contract further if 
pulled forcibly into position. For example, when I made the transition from classical 
ballet training to working in contemporary dance, the only way I might achieve an 
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intentional fall would be to close my eyes and lose control. These moments were 
hesitant and unconscious as I momentarily lost track of myself in space. I experienced 
this change from verticality to floor-bound contemporary work as a plunging into the 
unknown. I did not know how to allow my body to react to the fall instinctively and 
so I forced myself to fall. Ballet had taught me to drive the changes in my body and 
therefore, this awareness took many years to cultivate to the point that it felt second 
nature.  
 
Through my doctoral research, I adopted the metaphorical term ‘moving 
identity’ to identify the accumulation of traces of past movement experiences that 
settle into a way of moving and also as a way of tracking differences across 
movement styles. It is the dancer in action—dancing—rather than a pedestrian 
everyday embodied self. The moving identity is formed over the dancer’s career path 
through the specific circumstances of that dancer’s training and professional life. 
Richard Shusterman (2006:4) explains that the ‘preferred repertoire of neural 
pathways’ forms ‘the precise makeup of an individual’s nervous system’ and this 
demonstrates how dancers form a moving identity that is built on embodied 
experience.   
In the solo Altered Copy, I revisited the remembered movement from the 
original solo, Business of the Bloom, to see what resonance it currently had for me. I 
was interested in exploring what I categorised as Jodi Melnick’s movement 
recirculating through my movement vocabulary; what I considered to be essentially 
my way of moving and how tracing her movement directly from video footage 
seemed altogether different again. This material that I copy from my laptop is 
Melnick dancing another version of ‘Business of the Bloom’ that she developed for a 
once-off performance and which came from much of the material of the original solo; 
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thus, the marking and scarring travels back and forth between us. The activity of 
copying her, which I reproduced onstage also reflects how we worked much of the 
time in developing the original work. I wanted to include that element to show the 
exchange we had within the studio and also how ‘other’ her movement style can 
appear in relation to my own. Here is an extract from my journals written from my 
research on this working process.  
Melnick begins by tracing a movement idea, dynamic or direction. 
We always work in and through movement. She plays with a 
movement form and then solidifies this through repetition while 
interspersing it with other options. Therefore, each repetition gives 
more information about what the form is, or could be. Throughout 
this process, I follow with my body, without trying to ‘learn’ the 
choreography, but rather to let its logic begin to settle. She focuses 
on certain moments to develop them further and to check other 
options for transitions or rhythm and dynamic. All of this interplay 
will ultimately impact on the quality and texture of the 
choreography. After we have ‘played’ with many choices, Melnick 
will clarify the parts of the body involved and the physical area that 
she is focusing on in each movement. This helps to anchor the 
choreography for me, as I can relate her visceral experience to my 
own.  
                                                                                    Roche 2009: 53 
These comments would go something like this: ‘think of your left little finger 
nail arching back towards your right eyebrow” or “imagine in this section that you 
have swallowed a rock” (Roche 2009: 123). Melnick’s methodology engendered a 
particular type of learning process. The movement seemed to settle over time despite 
no conscious attempt on my part to ‘learn it’. I wrote about how, after creating in this 
way:  
Something of the shape remains in my body.  
 
I experienced this as a build-up of layers of information that ultimately became 
embedded as movement patterns. However, these movement patterns remained 
dynamic and were still open to change rather than becoming fixed movements. This 
has something to do with the process of building up information about the movement 
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through experiencing it, rather than creating a phrase of definite positions for the body 
to travel through. Movements did not appear individual and separate from each other 
but instead seemed to be part of a wider ‘gestalt’.   
 When returning to this work I realised the many assumptions I had made about 
what was Melnick’s movement and what was mine and became clearer about how the 
work we produced was more of an amalgamation than I realised. I wonder what it 
means to feel constructed by other people’s movement styles and the degree to which 
I can claim any movement impulse as my own. As a dancer, I thrive more than 
anything on being given a context in which to move, a structure that creates a 
container for my own creativity to arise in response. Perhaps naming the different 
traces allows me to create these stimuli so that these unresolved circulating 
experiences can bear fruit.  
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